78 A SHORT HISTORY OF THE BRITISH ARMY
irritation. When after a series of acts of violence a colonial
congress assembled in the winter of 1774 and proceeded to raise
armed forces, it was clear that war could hardly be averted ;
but the first shots were not actually fired till April 1775, when
a detachment sent out by Gage, the British commander at
Boston, to seize stores destined for the rebels, was forced to
retire by the resistance of the Massachusetts militia at Lexington.
The country at once rose, and in a few days the 3500 British
troops composing the Boston garrison were closely invested by
some 20,000 enemies ; while farther to the north a force under
Benedict Arnold attacked and carried one by one the British
posts on Lakes George and Champlain, the most direct route
into Canada.
Both parties were thus definitely committed to war; and
the military problem before each of them was of peculiar
difficulty. For Great Britain it was a question of reducing by
armed force the resistance of 3,000,000 revolted colonists
occupying a semi-developed and difficult country 1300 miles
long by 300. wide, 3000 miles—over a month's sail—distant
across the sea. The colonies, on the other hand, them-
selves without disciplined forces, stores, supplies or money,
divided in their sympathies,1 and racked by mutual jealousy
and mistrust, had to devise means for resisting the attack of
trained troops under experienced leaders, backed by a navy
with complete command of the sea.
Congress proceeded, therefore, to raise its new army on a
term of short enlistment which rendered its numerical strength
liable to violent fluctuation and constant though gradual
diminution, but which at present placed some 20,000 men under
arms ; and chose for the supreme command a Virginian squire
named George Washington. Great Britain on her side .took
measures to increase her army to a strength of 44,000 men, and,
in addition, purchased the services of some 30,000 German
mercenary troops; but these forces could, of course, only be
recruited gradually. Reinforcements arriving at Boston soon
enabled Gage to adopt a more aggressive attitude, and an
opportunity for the offensive soon offered itself when an
American detachment seized the position of Bunker's Hill,
north of the city. The attack though ill-managed was con-
ducted with splendid bravery by the tiroops, who, after suffering
losses amounting to 4o^per cent, carried the hill at the third
attempt; but the Americans were none the less encouraged by
the result of the day's fighting and pressed the siege with
1 It is doubtful if at any time during the war those who were whole-
heartedly with the revolution were more than an important minority of the
population.

